"Medication communication is a vital component of patient safety, quality of care, and patient and family engagement," stated Manias.\[[@ref1]\] The direct correlation of good communication skills to better medication adherence and improved patient outcomes has been documented by numerous studies.\[[@ref2][@ref3]\] However, according to the data available, the common fallacies on the physician's part include missing the medications' name (26%), the reason for prescribing (13%), dosing details (42%--45%), and the possible side effects (65%).\[[@ref4]\] The process of medication communication is a rigorous one, which involves a lot of prior planning regarding the delivery of prioritized information. These skills need not be always innate; they can be acquired and enhanced.\[[@ref5]\] Despite this fact, communication skills' training happens to be an area that is often neglected.\[[@ref6]\] It is therefore the need of the hour to invest in resources to enhance the "communication skills bank" of the medical graduates.

Conventional undergraduate pharmacology teaching has primarily focused on teaching the "theoretical" aspects of medications, rather than the pharmacotherapeutic skills.\[[@ref7]\] Students are taught how to successfully write prescriptions for a medical ailment, but they are not adequately trained to counsel or educate patients regarding their proper use, which in turn may affect treatment outcomes. For imbibing and enhancing communication skills, interactive and innovative tools are preferred over pure didactic methods.\[[@ref5]\] Peer-role-play is one such low-cost tool that allows students to comprehend the complexities of patient--physician interaction in a "safe and professional" setting.\[[@ref5][@ref8]\]

A pilot study was conducted in twenty 2^nd^ year medical students in the department of pharmacology to evaluate the effectiveness of peer-role-play as a teaching--learning (T--L) tool in improving communication skills with relation to patient education regarding medication prescription for ischemic heart disease. The students were trained and then evaluated using an objective structured practical examination method. The evaluation, which was based on a checklist prepared, using the modified Calgary-Cambridge guide, showed a significant improvement in the posttraining scores. In view of these and findings of other studies,\[[@ref5][@ref6][@ref7]\] the researchers planned the current study to explore the students' view points of the role-play and also to ascertain if learning communication skills was a felt need by students for their future clinical practice.

Participants and Methods {#sec1-1}
========================

Study Setting {#sec2-1}
-------------

This observational, questionnaire-based study was conducted in the Department of Pharmacology, during the academic year 2015--2016. Students in second professional MBBS, 5^th^ term (*n* = 122), were invited to participate in the peer-role-play sessions on medication communication.

Training Tools {#sec2-2}
--------------

Common medical problems encountered on an everyday basis by an Indian medical graduate and the major communication issues related to medication prescription were discussed and finalized by the department subject experts. Six training cases were designed keeping in mind the learning objectives \[[Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}\]. The Calgary-Cambridge guide to the medical interview for communication process was considered the reference for preparing training material for faculty and students.\[[@ref9][@ref10]\]

###### 

Training cases for role-play sessions
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A structured script for students that included concise patient and physician briefing sheets were designed for each of the training cases with specific emphasis on explanation and planning sections of the Calgary-Cambridge guide, for example, providing information on treatment offered and encouraging shared decision-making.\[[@ref9][@ref10]\] All the training materials were subjected to peer-review within the institution, and the suggestions were incorporated after thorough discussions. The faculty were provided with a training manual containing case-briefing sheets and specific instructions regarding points on effective feedback for each of the cases.

Ethical Approval {#sec2-3}
----------------

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Institutional Ethics Committee. Following a written, informed consent, students were briefed about the role-play sessions, in which each one takes an active part in at least one role-play and witnesses the rest.

Methodology {#sec2-4}
-----------

Each role-play session required a minimum of three students, a physician, a patient, and an observer (additional student for the case of bronchial asthma). The students were allowed to choose their training cases and their roles. The role-plays were held during regular pharmacology practical classes. Prior to this, students attended a lecture class on the general aspects of communication skills (both verbal and nonverbal), along with the technical aspects of medication counseling (problem-oriented learning). The students playing the roles of physician and patients received their role sets which included all necessary medical information and the case descriptions, respectively, so as to concentrate on communication. The students were at liberty to include the emotional aspects into the sessions, if required. The student observers were provided a structured feedback based on a checklist that included components for both observation and reflection. The faculty moderated the discussions and provided the concluding critical, constructive feedback addressing the medical- and communication-related issues of the respective case.

Outcomes' Assessment {#sec2-5}
--------------------

At the end of six sessions, students who attended a minimum of four training sessions and played at least one active role were handed over a prevalidated questionnaire which included the students' perspectives on (a) role-play as a T--L tool (b) benefits of medication communication training sessions that had to be answered on a 5-point Likert scale with the categories "agree completely" -- (score 5) to "do not agree at all" -- (score 1). In addition, students were asked as to how they perceived the importance of medication communication skills before and after role-play sessions.

Statistical Analysis {#sec2-6}
--------------------

Data were entered into Microsoft excel data sheet and were analyzed using SPSS 22 version software. Categorical data were represented as frequencies and proportions.

Results {#sec1-2}
=======

Out of 122 students attending pharmacology classes, a total of 96 students (78.7%) attended a minimum of four of the six training sessions and completed the questionnaires. Of these, majority were females accounting to 56.3% (*n* = 54) and males constituted 43.7% (*n* = 42). The findings are as follows.

General Perceptions about Role-play {#sec2-7}
-----------------------------------

Over 90% of the students agreed completely/partly that role-play concept was innovative and it was worthwhile taking part in them. There was a common consensus among students about role-play being an effective T--L tool, with majority of students agreeing that such sessions were indeed useful for learning medication communication skills and may be a part of regular pharmacology curriculum. A majority preferred more such sessions for further enhancement of skills and only a meager number felt that role-plays were a waste of time \[[Figure 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}\].
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Perceived Benefits of Medication Communication Training Sessions {#sec2-8}
----------------------------------------------------------------

Majority of students (\>80%) reported that this intervention helped them acquire doctor--patient interaction skills and also appreciate the vitality of such skills in preventing medication mishaps. The results were overwhelming in terms of confidence about conveying the details of drug therapy and also better retention of pharmacology concepts; with more than 90% of the students completely or partly agreeing about the benefits of training sessions. The feedback provided by both the moderators and observers was highly appreciated \[[Figure 2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}\].
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Perceived Importance of Acquiring Medication Communication Skills {#sec2-9}
-----------------------------------------------------------------

A positive response was obtained from students with a complete majority appreciating the significance of skills acquisition for future clinical practice \[[Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}\].
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Students' view of the importance of communication skills before and after role-play sessions
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Discussion {#sec1-3}
==========

Communication about prescription medications forms a vital aspect of every physician--patient counseling session. Good communication skills can be taught to students through simulation which facilitate the combination of theory and practice.\[[@ref8]\] We created a few hypothetical situations addressing these issues and chose the peer-role-play sessions as an educational tool to meet the specified learning objectives. As per the educational theory, role-play models are considered superior as they provide platform for students to be constructive and play active role in improvising professional and interpersonal behaviors, rather than being just passive bystanders.\[[@ref11]\]

From the students' perspective, the role-play concept was very much appreciated and was considered to be an effective means for learning communication skills. Similar findings were reported by Bosse *et al*. in their study on peer-role-play.\[[@ref5]\] These results may be attributed to the positive traits of role-play methodology, namely, coming togetherness of individuals of varied mindsets, learning through experience and shared understanding, thinking out of the box, and developing creative ways to solve problems.\[[@ref8]\]

Pharmacology is a dynamic science that follows students into their clinical years and beyond. According to Flexner's principles, an approach to learning this science is to provide the fundamental concepts and then invite students to apply the same in clinical environment.\[[@ref12]\] It was heartening to see that role-plays were perceived as a vital T--L tool in understanding and retaining pharmacological concepts by majority of students. Manzoor *et al*. recommended that by engaging students in role-plays, the components of both basic and clinical components of a medical curriculum can be delivered.\[[@ref13]\] In addition, role-plays offer dual advantages of fostering skill development and empathy toward patients and thus warrant inclusion in medical curriculum.\[[@ref5]\]

It is evident that patients who had adequate discussions with their physicians about prescription drugs had high adherence rates.\[[@ref14]\] One of the objectives of this study was to train students to communicate the drug-related information to patients. This provides the backbone over which treatment outcomes rest upon. Students reported immense confidence while counseling the patients regarding drug therapy, with specific emphasis on drug name, purpose, mechanism, dosing details, precautions, and importantly follow-up details. Such an effort improves students' confidence of minimizing medication errors in future; a fact reiterated by a similar study on medication communication.\[[@ref15]\]

Despite its popularity for promoting active learning, role-play has its own challenges.\[[@ref8]\] Few of the challenges faced by us were the initial reluctance among a few students toward participation and constraints of time. Integrating sessions during regular practical hours solved the issues of time. Allowing students to choose cases of their interests, witnessing enthusiasm exuberated by fellow students, and a bit of counseling from faculty rekindled the interests in reluctant students. By encouraging the students to play at least one role in the sessions, even the introverts and low achievers were given ample opportunity to perform and learn. Eventually, most of them reported that the skills they acquired through these sessions would be useful in their future clinical practice, which was comparable to the study findings by Shankar.\[[@ref16]\]

Observational learning is a key aspect of behavioral science. Researchers have suggested that "behavioral change can and does occur through observation, even when such observation is incidental, occurring in the context of other activities."\[[@ref17]\] By providing a checklist with components for both observation and reflection, even the observers had the opportunity for planned, active learning. Structured feedback by the moderator and peers prompted students to analyze their performance and also reflect-on action. This was widely appreciated by most of the students.

Strengths and Limitations {#sec2-10}
-------------------------

Numerous studies have favored role-play approach for general communication skills training.\[[@ref5][@ref13][@ref18]\] However, there is a paucity of data with respect to its usefulness in teaching medication communication skills, in particular, in the Indian medical scenario. The present study used hypothetical scenarios that were designed in accordance to the must-know portions of pharmacology for the role-play series. In addition, attempts were made to provide a structured feedback process along with scope for reflection to maximize the benefits of role-play.

Since only quantitative data were analyzed, inclusion of a few open-ended questions to analyze the qualitative aspects would have explored students' perceptions in depth. A focused group discussion on faculty perspectives about the sessions would have added significant information too.

The effects of medication counseling skills training can be tested in real patient encounters in the clinical setting using assessment methods such as mini-clinical evaluation exercise or objective structured clinical examination. The long-term impact of role-play sessions in bringing around behavioral changes may be further investigated.

Conclusions {#sec1-4}
===========

From the medical students' point of view, peer-role-play sessions had a positive impact in improving medication communication skills for their future clinical practice. This study offers a realistic basis for the use of role-play in undergraduate pharmacology students for acquisition of communication skills regarding drug therapy. It is time to seriously consider incorporation of role-play in the current medical curriculum to foster active learning.
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